Freya Hughes		Contemporary Context of Counselling
“There is often a link between ill health and poverty; Discuss the social, economic and environmental influences that impact psychological health and well-being”

To start with, what is health? Many people have different views of what health is and what it means to each individual. Some people may think health is being free of illness, whereas other people may think it’s more to do with mental health and being happy. 

The World Health Organization defines health as “Health is a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity”. It can be argued that those with a ‘disease’ or ‘infirmity’ are just as healthy as those without. For example, Type 1 diabetes, individuals are just as healthy as those without the disease, but this does not mean that they suffer in anyway, more so that they have to be more cautious with their diet to live a healthier life. 



There are many issues which can affect the state of your health. There’s a range of social issues and how economic status can contribute to health and also environmental influences. 



One of the issues would be poor social circumstances, as they do have a greater effect on an individual’s health, facts show that individuals who have a lower social status are 2x as likely to have a premature death and 2x to develop serious illnesses within their lives. Those who are lower down the social ladder tend to suffer from disadvantages that over time will contribute to their health. For example; they may be living off low income in poor housing which could potentially become hazardous, also they are more likely to be bringing their family up without any support from their extended family. Furthermore, if the parents start to argue over these issues, there’s a high chance the child will inherit the stress, this then becomes a social factor as the child then may develop anxiety as his parents are persistently arguing over the same topic. It is a known fact that the longer people are suffering from these disadvantages the more likely they are to experience illness, as it tears down their physical self not just their mental health. A study to support this would be one which was carried out in the UK, based on individuals who suffered with a premature death, it mainly focused on those deaths in different neighbourhoods. The results showed that men and women in disadvantaged areas had been chronically ill for longer before their death than those in richer areas.


Another factor which would come under a social influence would be those who suffer from relative poverty, this would be when individuals cannot afford good quality of life ;  healthy organic food on a regular basis, certain healthcare requriments, some individuals may be limited to certain educational opportunities such as going to university or college, this may be because they cannot simply afford it or secondly, they may feel pressured to receive an income immediately to support the family especially if there is an illness in the family, for example the breadwinner could be mentally drained by having to support everyone through just one salary, therefore being in university and only being able to work part time may discourage the individuals from applying.This highlights the idea that having a lower social status make you less assessable to full resources which are available, which again puts strain on an individual’s mental health by having to struggle and settle for less.

It can be considered that their personal health is automatically effected by today’s society influencing promotions of health damaging products through the media. For example, cheap alcohol in supermarkets aimed at those who are unable to spend money on the expensive products, this encourages those to turn to alcohol, it could question as to why there are many deaths due to the over use of alcohol as it numbs the feeling of stress and anxiety. Other products would be tobacco, another harmful discrete promotion directed at those with little income. It can be argued that tobacco is expensive to keep on top of when purchasing regularly, and that it is indeed not a cheap product to buy, meaning that those who are poorer may be wasting more money. Although, people say that it gives a sense of relief and a ‘break’, on the other hand, could it be that those buying this product is using it as some sort of stress relief from all the problems they are facing at the moment in time?








Other influences of psychological health would be economic influences. According to White et al, a study shows how people who have been long term unemployed and borrowed money within that year had a 2x as likely chance of developing depression compared to someone who is in a sustainable full time job. It was also found that those who felt that they had to ask to borrow money, then had a higher chance of developing a physical illness as well as a mental illness. There are many explanations for this. Firstly, the stress of the contemporary UK economic state puts pressure on individuals to be earning a certain amount of money to have a good quality life, not just for that individual but for their families quality of life as well. Therefore, when they do not achieve this they may feel instant worry and anxiety, and have no obligation but to ask friends or family to borrow money. It could also be that they have a higher chance of developing a physical illness when they are obligated to ask for money because the strain, stress and embarrassment they feel may affect their insides. The thoughts some individuals may experience when they face the reality of not being able to afford to feed their family or keep a warm roof over their head, can cause mental illness, which could result to the fact that they may not be able to complete their job duties to the highest possible standard and risk being fired, or reduces the chance of promotion. This reinforces the idea that there is a continuous circle of anxiety and depression when there is a risk to economic income.

This interpretation could be linked to Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs, where every individual’s needs to be fully fulfilled at basic needs before moving onto the next. The first stage of the hierarchy would be the basic physiological needs such as food, water,warmth and rest. However, as argued a large majority of people lack these ‘ basic’  needs by having problems with their economic income, where maybe there is only one income coming into the house, and that needs to feed and house the whole family or other influences such as loss of a job or being recently divorced.  The defieincy of the basic needs and has on going effect up the ladder as individuals aren’t able to reach self actualization, where to reach their full potential and have that feeling of accomplishment.

Another study which supports the idea of economic influences on our health, would be one which took place in Sweden, it was found that threatened redundancy and psychological health had similar measures with relation to the future financial status. This study found that males who were over the age of 58 did not develop any of the characteristics of depression, anxiety and worry as they were offered an early pension or were almost ready to retire. However, those under the age of 58 developed these characteristics and more, as they were in ‘panic’ to find another job to support their families. Especially as this study in particular was based on the basis of male shipyard workers, being ‘male’ they tend to be the breadwinner of the family, therefore they may have felt an added amount of pressure to find another job to fulfill the needs of his family.

Being unemployed can instantly bring negative effects onto an individual’s life, according to Jahooda, being employed brings a person “vitamins of life” as we encounter certain benefits such as time structure to each day, it boosts our self esteem, some jobs offer opportunity for promotion therefore it motivates individuals to achieve something, and then will give a person that feeling of achievement. Therefore, those without a job do not have these ‘vitamins’ and left worried about not having enough to pay the weekly food bill. They could also be left with that feeling of ‘incapability’ as they have no control and no structure to their life.


Could this be the reason why suicide rates have increased over the years? In 2015, in the UK alone there were 6,639 suicides registered. The Samaritans found that the highest suicide rate was found by men between the ages of 40 and 44. This could reinforce the idea that this can be down to economic struggles, as men are found to be the highest earner within the family, they may find it hard to cope with supporting everyone. However, in the contemporary society in which we live both men and women tend to work sharing a dual earner relationship, therefore it can be suggested that we cannot go off these statistics and relate them singular to income.



Another major influence to our health would be environmental influences. It is found that 24% of global disease and 23% (premature) of all deaths can be in relationship to environmental influences.
One major illness which causes death amongst society would be lower respiratory infections, this can be developed through second hand smoke and the rising amount of individuals smoking contributes to these facts. Almost 20% of these infections are related to the environment in the developed countries, however, in the developing countries it’s just over double.

Other factors of the environment that increase health risks of the contemporary society could be the rising number of car and other motor vehicles on the roads compared to 30-40 years ago. There are more than 40% of all injuries are down to road traffic incidents. More so, it can be argued that the vehicles are not just causing injuries to society but the amount of pollution each singular car gives off is toxic to the environment, which then leaves us to breath in all of these chemicals and dust- leading back to the increase in respiratory diseases. 

Taking a different outlook on the view of health and the environment, another environmental influence could be the type of housing which an individual lives in can have influence on their psychological well -being. In particular families with young children who want to leave their children outside to play, but if their neighbourhood is not trusted there’s is insufficient sources for the children to leave the house, and then they end up being kept indoors. Then, most likely being entertained by their game consoles rather - than being outside in fresh air. This argument stems from the idea that the media have taken over children’s worlds, but could it be the fact that it is unsafe to be left alone outside with all the postmodern dangers in today’s society? This idea can be developed further by the idea of the type of housing having an effect on the psychological well -being, where women and children on low income live in high raised buildings, there is no opportunities for children to be left out of sight of the mother and also no sense of ‘ownership’ within the building. This increases the chances of the mother developing depression and/or anxiety with the insufficient feeling of ‘guilt’ and not being able to give more to their child and then having those added feeling of loneliness and no control. These feelings are then stemmed from comparing themselves to other women from same background’s but living better off without the feeling of guilt.





 In conclusion to all of these influences there’s clearly a direct relationship between the social, economic and environmental influences to our psychological health and well-being. The pressure of the contemporary society we live in has increased all of these factors especially the pressure to live life in a certain way. With the increase of gadgets,cars and other luxuries, there’s pressure to be earning a certain amount to achieve these wants. However, there are others with much less who cannot afford the basics needs of food, warmth and rest, this could be the reason why there several premature deaths through health issues and an increase in suicide rates as individuals cannot develop any coping strategies or the strain of unemployment, or not being able to afford to feed the family has caused too much pain for one individual to take. Our society has changed drastically over the years, and this has influenced the increase of mental health illnesses due to the added pressures which are now faced. Although some may argue that the United Kingdom Is one of the richest countries with good wealth, the wages have increased but also the price of living as increased. 
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